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Community Name: RED MAPLE SWAMP 
Community ELCODE: CP1A2A1000 
SRANK: S5 

 
Concept: Acidic forested swamps with red maple dominant in the overstory. Red maple swamps are the most common 

forested wetlands in Massachusetts. 
Environmental setting: Red maple swamps occur in a variety of physical settings. Golet at al. (1993) describe three basic 

types: hillside seeps and upland drainageways fed primarily by groundwater seepage and overland flow; seasonally 
flooded basin swamps in undrained basins; and alluvial swamps. The last category is classified separately in 
Massachusetts as Alluvial Swamp Forest. Depending on the physical setting, red maple swamps receive water 
through surface runoff, groundwater inputs, or stream and lake overflow. The hydrogeologic setting is the primary 
determinant of water regime and the plant community structure and composition. pH ranges from less than 4 to 7. 
Soils have shallow to thick organic layers overlying mineral sand s/silts. 

Vegetation Description: Red maple is usually strongly dominant in the overstory, and often provides more than 90% of the 
canopy cover. A variable mixture of tree species co-occurs with red maple, including yellow birch (Betula 
alleghaniensis), black gum (Nyssa sylvatica), white ash (Fraxinus americana), white pine (Pinus strobus), American 
elm (Ulmus americana), hemlock (Tsuga canadensis), pin oak (Quercus palustris), and swamp white oak (Quercus 
bicolor). Atlantic white cedar (Chamaecyparis thyoides) is a common associate in coastal areas and locally at sites in 
central Massachusetts and the lower Connecticut Valley. When Atlantic white cedar is dominant in the overstory, the 
community is classified as an Atlantic white cedar swamp. The shrub layer of red maple swamps is often dense and 
well-developed, generally with >50% cover but it can be variable. In eastern Massachusetts, sweet pepperbush 
(Clethra alnifolia) and swamp azalea (Rhododendron viscosum) are the dominant shrubs. Other common shrubs are 
highbush blueberry (Vaccinium corymbosum) and common winterberry (Ilex verticillata), which are often dominant, 
and spicebush (Lindera benzoin). In richer areas, northern arrow-wood (Viburnum dentatum var. lucidum), speckled 
alder (Alnus incana ssp. rugosa), nannyberry (Viburnum lentago), and poison sumac (Toxicodendron vernix) also 
occur. The herbaceous layer is highly variable, but ferns are usually abundant. Cinnamon fern (Osmunda 
cinnamomea) is common; other ferns include sensitive fern (Onoclea sensibilis), royal fern (Osmunda regalis), 
marsh fern (Thelypteris palustris), and spinulose wood fern (Dryopteris carthusiana). Graminoids are common, 
mixed with a variety of herbaceous species. Some of the most common herbaceous species are skunk cabbage 
(Symplocarpus foetidus), false hellebore (Veratrum viride), spotted touch-me-not (Impatiens capensis), swamp 
dewberry (Rubus hispidus), marsh marigold (Caltha palustris), and the bugleweeds (Lycopus spp.). Rich variants of 
red maple swamps occur, apparently associated with groundwater seepage. Two rich variants are tracked separately: 
1. "Calcareous seepage swamps" are black ash-tamarack-red maple associations with abundant calciphilic 
herbaceous species occurring on calcareous bedrock in western Massachusetts, and 2. "Black ash swamps" have 
black ash co-dominant in the canopy, a high diversity of herbaceous species, and appear to occur in areas with 
circumneutral seepage. There are also rich variants of red maple swamps that lack the black ash of "black ash 
seepage swamps" and the calciphiles (calcium-loving) of "calcareous seepage swamps." More information is needed 
on rich red maple swamps; they may warrant separate tracking.  

Associations:  No associations have been described in Massachusetts. 
Habitat values for Parts of red maple swamps that have two or three months of ponding and lack fish can function as  
Associated Fauna:  vernal pools; these sections provide important amphibian breeding habitat. 

From: Swain, P.C. & J.B. Kearsley. 2001. Classification of the Natural Communities of Massachusetts. Version 
1.3. Natural Heritage & Endangered Species Program, Division of Fisheries & Wildlife. Westborough, MA. 
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Associated rare plants: [Many of the rare plants listed below occur only in rich variants of red maple swamps] 
ASTER PRENANTHOIDES CROOKED-STEM ASTER SC 
CAREX GRAYI GRAY'S SEDGE T 
CLAYTONIA VIRGINICA NARROW-LEAVED SPRING BEAUTY T 
CONIOSELINUM CHINENSE HEMLOCK PARSLEY SC 
HYDROPHYLLUM CANADENSE BROAD WATERLEAF E 
LOBELIA SIPHILITICA GREAT BLUE LOBELIA T 
LYCOPUS RUBELLUS GYPSYWORT E 
MALAXIS BRACHYPODA WHITE ADDER'S-MOUTH T 
PEDICULARIS LANCEOLATA SWAMP LOUSEWORT E 
PETASITES FRIGIDUS VAR PALMATUS SWEET COLTSFOOT T 
SPHENOPHOLIS PENSYLVANICA SWAMP OATS T 
VIOLA BRITTONIANA BRITTON'S VIOLET T 
Associated rare animals: 
AMBYSTOMA JEFFERSONIANUM JEFFERSON SALAMANDER SC 
AMBYSTOMA LATERALE BLUE-SPOTTED SALAMANDER SC 
AMBYSTOMA OPACUM MARBLED SALAMANDER T 
CIRCUS CYANEUS NORTHERN HARRIER T 
CLEMMYS GUTTATA SPOTTED TURTLE SC 
CRANGONYX ABERRANS MYSTIC VALLEY AMPHIPOD SC 
DESMOCERUS PALLIATUS ELDERBERRY LONG-HORNED BEETLE SC 
EMYDOIDEA BLANDINGII BLANDING’S TURTLE T 
GYRINOPHILUS PORPHYRITICUS SPRING SALAMANDER SC 
HEMIDACTYLIUM SCUTATUM FOUR-TOED SALAMANDER SC 
PAPAIPEMA SULPHURATA WATER-WILLOW STEM BORER T 
SOREX PALUSTRIS WATER SHREW SC 
Examples with  Broad Meadow Brook W.S. MAS, Worcester; Apponagansett Swamp, New Bedford. Poutwater Pond,  
Public Access: Sterling/Princeton. 
Threats: Conversion to agriculture; filling for development and highway construction; upland development 

adjacent to swamps impacts normal hydrology and geochemistry. 
Management needs: Control of European buckthorn (Rhamnus frangula) 
Synonyms 
USNVC/TNC: similar to Acer rubrum-(Chamaecyparis thyoides)/Rhododendron maximum forest [CEGL006396] but 

without R. maximum in MA; more similar to Acer rubrum-Nyssa sylvatica-Betula alleghaniensis / 
Sphagnum spp. Forest [CEGL006014]  

MA [old name]: Southern New England basin swamp [CP2B2A0000] 
ME: Red maple swamp community 
VT: Red maple-black ash swamp, red maple-black gum swamp, red maple-northern white cedar swamp 
NH: Basin swamp 
NY: Red maple-hardwood swamp 
CT: Acer rubrum/Lindera benzoin community; Acer rubrum/Onoclea sensibilis community; Acer 

rubrum/Ilex verticillata-Vaccinium corymbosum community 
RI:  Acer rubrum-deciduous shrub swamp 
Golet & Larson, 1974: Deciduous wooded swamp (WS-1)  
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